When Britain withdrew from Aden -somewhat ignominiously -in 1967, its departure seemed to mark the end of an era. The British had ruled Aden, at the southern tip of the Arabian Peninsula, for 128 years and many felt they had outstayed their welcome. There was a sense that a new period of enlightenment was well underway: a Labour government had come to power in 1964; London was "swinging"; many colonized peoples around the world were asserting their right to freedom and self-determination, as foreshadowed by a Conservative Prime Minister, Harold Macmillan, in his famous "Winds of Change" speech. Former colonial masters were moving away from the unrestrained expansionist policies of the 19 th and early 20 th centuries, towards an altogether more respectful relationship with the rest of the world. Rather than ruling India, young British people now travelled there overland in order to "discover themselves".
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Aden in 1967 represented a turning point in history and, in this space between the past and the future, was located a disparate group of individuals. Part of a world that was rapidly changing, the British in Aden had for the most part tried to do the best they could.
As business people, civil servants, soldiers or government officials, one could argue they symbolized the old order, arriving almost too late to enjoy the fruits of empire. While some had severe misgivings, many of these people neither saw themselves as dinosaurs nor doubted the rightness of the British colonial project. For many Yemenis, on the other hand, November 1967 is remembered as the dawn of a new era of freedom.
To the general public in Britain today, if they think about it at all, Aden used to be a remote outpost of the British Empire, a vaguely familiar name they had heard on radio news programmes, now part of a state in which innocent tourists are murdered. But Aden -together with many other, intriguing-sounding but largely unknown places that used to make up Britain's sprawling empire -is an important piece in the jigsaw puzzle, the mosaic that is modern multi-cultural Britain. Out of such obscure spots emerged what we regard today as the British identity. For the people of Yemen, too, their relationship with
Britain has left an indelible mark on their national consciousness. Almost 35 years after
Britain's retreat from Aden, it is fascinating and also fruitful to look back at this period, as a way of better understanding Britain's long association with the Arab world, in terms of mutual impacts and current relations between Yemen and Britain.
In this article, I propose to look at the final years of the British colonial period in
Aden through the eyes of some of the people who were there, both British and Yemeni.
By considering their experiences in terms of power and powerlessness, I hope to present a radically different perspective on this relatively little known episode of history. I will argue that changing political priorities in Britain, together with growing agitation for national liberation among the colonized peoples of the world (Arab nationalism in this case), forced a British withdrawal from Aden that was neither properly planned nor particularly dignified. The southern Yemeni city of Aden has, periodically throughout its history, alternated from being a sleepy fishing village to serving as a port of considerable commercial significance, acting as it did, on occasion, "as a rendezvous for ships bound from India to the Red Sea and, at the same time, enjoying an active local trade with the Persian Gulf and the coast of East Africa". 2 Although it declined as a result of the discovery of the Cape route to India, it assumed strategic importance for Britain in 1798, following the Napoleonic campaign in Egypt.
In the 19 th century, Aden became part of the British Empire; a free port since 1853, it was made a British Crown Colony in 1937. As one of the world's busiest ports in the 1950s, "Aden attracted significant investments: British Petroleum spent $45,000 on a refinery at Little Aden, and over $1,000,000 was invested in power, water, and telephone systems. Migrants poured in: 2,000 Arabs worked at the port, and thousands of others found jobs in and around the shipyards". It is necessary, I believe, to question the purpose of this oral history project: what is the point of doing it and who is it for? Ken Howarth suggests that oral history may be able to be used as a tool in the process of peace making, healing or rehabilitation in a former war zone. 17 It is possible that, by hearing what "the other side" felt or why they did something during a conflict, former adversaries may be better able to develop more constructive relationships. Oppressed communities, as Howath notes, "have used oral history to record their unwritten feelings".
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One would imagine that this would particularly be the case for some of the Yemeni narrators taking part in the project, who may wish to recall certain incidents but do not, under normal circumstances, have the opportunity to do so.
There must be a balance between events and meanings. Subjectivity, as Italian oral historian Alessandro Portelli remarks, "is as much the business of history as are the more visible 'facts'. What informants believe is indeed a historical fact (that is, the fact that they believe it), as much as what really happened". 19 Each person describes events according to his or her perspective. There is no single "truth" but, rather, "the truth of past events as seen by the people, a truth that is often not represented in official literature and records".
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By listening to the often very diverse points of view and personal experiences of British and Yemeni narrators, each of whom is telling their own "truth", one has the opportunity of arriving at a much more richly textured version of history than the official, written sources are capable of yielding. It is not so much to do with the reliability of individual narrators or how good their memories are, but rather gives weight to a unique experience. But one needs to be aware of the sensitivities involved.
Potential pitfalls
The decision to use oral history as a method of gathering information raises a number of questions. First of all, we need to ask how the project enhances our understanding of history and how it might facilitate political progress, in the sense that it permits us to view the period in question in a fresh light. One should bear in mind that political ideology also shapes the construction of memory. 21 Oral history, as Rosemary Sayigh observes, "takes its place in the frame of political action rather than academic work, yet its methods and interpretations need to be subjected to…scrutiny. People's memories of the past -recent or distant -cannot but be affected by certain factors, which researchers and readers need to take into account". 22 Whether the narrator's experiences were largely positive or negative will influence, first, their willingness to speak about their memories;
and, second, the shape of the encounter. 24 There is, she believes, "an inherent tension in these multiple roles". 25 Both "interpreters and narrators approach the process of creating a personal narrative with their own agendas. These, too, affect the shape and focus of the text".
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The dynamics of the "relationship" between narrator and interpreter will influence not only the shape of the narrative but also the quality and scope of disclosure and the value of the final product to both parties. For one party, the unfolding of the narrative represents the revelation of sometimes painful memories, while for the other it is the more passive process of listening or bearing witness. There are also issues of guilt and safety. For the majority of British people I have spoken to, the process of narrating their The situation of Yemeni history-givers, however, is somewhat more precarious and, from their perspective, additional difficulties must be taken into consideration.
Firstly, there is the issue of language. Almost all the narratives were recorded in English.
While the language ability of most of the narrators was adequate, some experienced difficulty in expressing themselves clearly, others were not confident about their language skills and, in a few cases, the narrator spoke only very basic English. In one case, the narrator chose to make his recording in Arabic, but this removed the possibility of interaction between the narrator and the researcher. A second difficulty was located in the state of mind of participants. Some felt anxious about speaking "on the record"; they were afraid their words might fall into the wrong hands. Others believed that they had nothing of any interest or importance to say. A few were suspicious about my motives.
Since I am British, they assumed I might have a "hidden agenda" or that it might be discourteous to speak negatively to me about the British. Thirdly, some Yemenis taking part -and I imagine this is true for British narrators too -were less than candid. They preferred to speak about everyday matters, for example the excellence of the British system of education, rather than revealing possibly more interesting, more personal information. Although this may at least partially be cultural, it means that we may not get the full picture. Finally, there are political considerations. Some of the narrators are speaking within a framework of current political reality. They may be constrained by their status; either they wish to appear loyal to the present regime or they have an axe to grind.
An additional difficulty lies in the process of analysis and interpretation once the recordings have been collected, which leads to a new set of challenges about using the material in a responsible and exciting way. What brings the two sides together is the question of ownership of the narrative and how it is used, and the outcome is "the result of a relationship, of a shared project in which both the interviewer and the interviewee are involved together, if not necessarily in harmony". 27 While it is true that all the people so far interviewed agreed to participate in the project on the basis of a shared sense that it was worth doing, our agendas -on both the British and the Yemeni sides -may not necessarily always coincide. I will now turn to the narratives themselves in order to explore some of the ideas and tensions discussed above. focuses not just on the voices of the supposedly powerful, but also on the many others, the silenced and disempowered voices of history.
For ambitious young men, the colonial service was regarded as both potentially exciting and also a good career move. authorities and, on the other, local nationalists who were agitating for an independent state in southern Yemen.
In the words of a former political officer: 
